In  Memoriam 


Professor  GORDON  DONALDSON 
C.B.E.,  M.A.,  Ph.D.(Lond.),  D.Litt.(Edin.),  Hon.D.Litt.(Aberd.), 
D.Univ.(Stirling),  F.B.A.,  F.R.Hist.S.,  F.R.S.E. 

Gordon  Donaldson,  distinguished  Scottish  historian,  H.M. 
Historiographer  in  Scotland  and  Professor  Emeritus  of  Scottish  History 
and  Palaeography  at  Edinburgh  University,  died  in  his  eightieth  year  on 
16  March  1993  after  a short  yet  heroic  struggle  against  cancer.  Bom  in 
Edinburgh  on  13  April  1913,  Gordon  Donaldson  counted  himself 
fortunate  to  have  spent  so  many  years  of  his  life  in  three  of  the  finest 
examples  of  that  city’s  classical  architecture:  the  Royal  High  School, 
the  Old  College  of  the  University  and  H.M.  General  Register  House, 
home  of  the  national  archives.  The  elegance  and  ordered  dignity  of 
these  buildings,  he  believed,  left  an  indelible  mark  on  his  character.  His 
parental  line  derived  from  Shetland  where  his  grandfather  had  migrated 
to  Edinburgh,  and  it  was  with  delight  that  he  learned  towards  the  end  of 
his  life  that  his  great-great-great  grandfather  owned  the  broch  of 
Copister,  and  that  he  himself  was  descended  from  ancient  Scandinavian 
stock.  His  passion  for  Shetland,  his  “Isles  of  home”,  and  his  love  of  the 
sea  and  of  sailing  extended  throughout  his  life. 

His  early  interest  in  history  was  stimulated  by  a teacher  at 
Broughton  Elementary  School  (who  told  the  class  the  story  of 
Alexander  IE’s  death  at  the  cliffs  near  Kinghom  in  1286),  and  by  his 
father  who  was  a great  absorber  of  historical  information,  especially  of 
old  Edinburgh.  As  a schoolboy,  he  was  always  to  be  found  with  his 
nose  in  books;  and  at  the  Royal  High  School  was  dux  in  Latin,  Greek, 
English  and  History,  and  dux  of  the  school  in  1931.  At  Edinburgh 
University,  he  avoided  the  classics  in  favour  of  history,  was  attracted  to 
R.K.  Hannay’s  classes  in  Scottish  History,  and  graduated  with  first- 
class  Honours  in  History  in  1935.  Oxbndge,  for  him,  held  no 
enticement  He  chose  London  for  his  Ph  D.  thesis,  where  Sir  John 


Neale  acted  as  his  supervisor.  On  graduating  in  1938,  he  hoped  to 
remain  in  London  but  posts  were  scarce,  and  he  returned  to  Edinburgh 
to  serve  as  an  archivist  in  Register  House. 

After  the  outbreak  of  war  he  was  exiled  to  Lochtayside  as 
custodian  of  some  7,000  volumes  of  the  older  records  which  as  a 
precaution  had  been  removed  from  Edinburgh  for  safety.  That  enabled 
him  to  read  the  manuscnpt  Register  of  the  Privy  Seal  in  bed,  something 
which  no-one  else  could  claim  to  have  done  - at  least  in  this  century. 
Later,  he  grew  restive  of  his  post  as  archivist,  and  jumped  at  Professor 
W.  Croft  Dickinson’s  invitation  to  join  him  on  the  Scottish  History 
staff  at  Edinburgh  Umversity  in  1947.  Two  years  later,  he  was  an 
unsuccessful  applicant  for  Glasgow’s  Chair  of  Ecclesiastical  History. 
A gifted  teacher,  he  enjoyed  lecturing  tremendously  after  overcoming 
an  exceptional  nervousness  when  addressing  the  public.  His  early  years 
at  Edinburgh  were  also  fruitful  in  research  and  published  scholarship. 
His  unnvalled  record  in  publications,  his  expenence  and  his  enthusiasm 
all  suggested  he  was  an  ideal  candidate  for  Glasgow’s  vacant  chair  of 
Scottish  History  and  Literature  in  1962,  but  as  Glasgow  dithered 
Donaldson,  in  “good  Scottish  pride”,  eventually  withdrew  his 
candidature,  only  to  secure  appointment  to  Edinburgh’s  chair  on 
Dickinson’s  death  in  1963,  a post  he  adorned  for  sixteen  years. 

Under  his  direction,  the  Edinburgh  department  fully  established  its 
reputation  as  a leading  centre  for  advanced  study.  His  teaching  and 
supervision  was  sustained  by  his  published  scholarship  which  attracted 
attention  around  the  world.  General  editor  of  the  acclaimed  “Edinburgh 
History  of  Scotland”  (to  which  he  contributed  volume  3)  and  author  of 
some  thirty  books,  Donaldson  published  very  widely  in  the  field,  but  it 
was  perhaps  his  contributions  to  Scottish  church  histoiy  which  won 
him  particular  recognition.  At  the  same  time,  he  saw  himself  as  a 
record  scholar,  “a  documents  man”,  and  his  many  editions  of  texts 
possessing  a timeless  value  ultimately  confer  on  him  a kind  of 
immortality.  His  attachment  to  official  records  (and  his  distaste  for  oral 
tradition)  helped  shape  his  own  historical  perspective  which  seemed  to 
favour  royal  authority,  episcopacy,  landlords,  the  feuing  system  and 
union  with  England,  at  the  expense  of  the  “opposition”, 
Presbyterianism,  Jacobitism,  political  nationalism  and  socialism.  An 


outspoken  and  astringent  cntic,  he  enjoyed  denouncing  all  that  made 
Scots,  to  his  mind,  look  ndiculous. 

Despite  his  adversarial  spirit  as  an  historian,  Gordon  Donaldson 
was  a modest,  unassuming  man.  A devout  Christian,  he  played  a 
prominent  part  in  ecumenical  discussions  between  1950  and  1985. 
Though  brought  up  within  the  Church  of  Scotland,  he  was  confirmed  in 
the  Scottish  Episcopal  Church  in  1943  and  was  licensed  as  a lay 
reader.  Over  the  decades,  he  entered  the  pulpit  of  many  a church  from 
Burra voe  in  Shetland  to  St  Giles’  in  Edinburgh  and  even  Westminster 
Abbey  itself.  Latterly,  however,  he  became  estranged  from  his  own 
Church’s  innovations  in  worship  which  he  denounced  at  every 
opportunity. 

His  distinguished  services  to  Scottish  Historical  Studies  were 
recognised  in  his  election  as  President  of  many  learned  societies:  the 
Scottish  Ecclesiological  Society  (1963-65),  the  Scottish  Church 
History  Society  (1964-67),  the  Scottish  History  Society  (1968-72),  the 
Scottish  Record  Society  (1981-93),  the  Scottish  Records  Association, 
and  the  Stair  Society  (1987-93);  he  was  an  Honorary  Vice-President  of 
the  Royal  Historical  Society;  a member  of  the  Royal  Commission  on 
the  Ancient  and  Historical  Monuments  of  Scotland  (1964-82);  and  of 
the  Scottish  Records  Advisory  Council  (1964-87),  served  on  the 
executive  of  the  National  Trust,  and  was  editor  of  the  Scottish 
Historical  Review  (1972-77).  He  was  honoured  with  degrees  from 
Aberdeen  in  1976  and  from  Stirling  in  1988;  was  elected  a Fellow  of 
the  British  Academy  in  1976;  a Fellow  of  the  Royal  Society  of 
Edinburgh  in  1978;  was  apppointed  H.M.  Historiographer  in  Scotland 
in  1979;  was  the  recipient  of  a festschrift  in  1983,  gained  a C.B.E.  in 

1988;  and  received  the  St  Olav  medal  from  the  King  of  Norway  in 
1992. 

Gordon  Donaldson  treasured  the  comment  recently  made  of  him 
that  he  “combined  the  enthusiasm  of  youth  with  the  wisdom  of  age”, 
and  declared  himself  happy  to  have  that  as  his  epitaph. 


J.K. 
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